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REPORT OF AN INVESTIGATION OF HIGH SCHOOL
PHYSIOGRAPHY/

BY CHARLES EMERSON PEET,
Lewis Institute, Chicago, Chairman of Committee.

The impression has been abroad for some time that high school
physiography is on the decline, that it has failed to make good and
is either being displaced by other subjects or the course is being
shortened to make place for other subjects. Your committee was
appointed to ascertain the facts. The first effort of the commit-
tee was to learn how many schools have dropped the physiography
in the last few years. Correspondence with the State Superin-
tendents of Public Instruction of Iowa, Minnesota, Wisconsin,
Michigan, Illinois and Indiana, brought out the fact, that with
one exception, there are no statistics in their possession bearing
on this point. From the Minnesota superintendent we learn
that the number of high schools in that state offering physiog-
raphy have been practically constant in the last four years. With-
out taking a census of the high schools by mail, we have seen no
way of getting the complete facts. In Iowa, Miss Alison E.
Aitchison, a member of this committee, examined the entrance
credentials filed by 473 students, representing more than 250
Iowa high schools and found that only 32 did not present physi-
ography as an entrance credit. It is the opinion of one of the
geologists of the University of Iowa that physiography is being
replaced by general science, and by agriculture and biology, but
that the change is so recent that it does not yet show in the
entrance credentials.
As another possible source of information letters were ad-

dressed to the principals of 161 high schools, in the states men-
tioned, which have recently adopted "Clark’s General Science"
as a textbook.
The committee received replies from forty-eight schools. Thir-

ty-four of these schools offer a course in physical geography,
and five in general geography. In nine schools physical geog-
raphy has been dropped. In its place seven have substituted ele-
mentary science; one manual training for boys and physiology for
girls; and another elementary science and general geography. In
five of the thirty-four schools now giving physical geography the
course has been cut to a half year, and elementary science intro-
duced; in four schools physical geography has been moved to a
later year by the introduction of elementary science.

l Read before the Earth Science Section of the Central Association of Science and
Mathematics Teachers, November 27. 1914.
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WHY ELEMENTARY SCIENCE IS DISPLACING PHYSIOGRAPHY.

Some of the reasons given for these changes are as follows:
1. "We feel that elementary science is much better adapted to

interpret, broaden and enrich the experiences of first year pupils
than is physical geography. Nearly all the essential principles in-
volved in the study of physical geography are developed in their

elementary form in elementary science, and the pupil gets posses-
sion of other principles and laws which illuminate his common ex-

periences in a way that physical geography can scarcely approach.
Physical geography would prove very interesting after elementary
science, but first things should come first, hence the change; our
results are much more satisfactory since we made the change."

2. "We have discontinued our physical geography in the fresh-
man year and put it in our junior year. In its place we have put
elementary science. The texts in physical geography were too
difficult for Freshmen. The Juniors are doing good work in phys-
ical geography and are enjoying it."

3. "Elementary science provides a better basis for work in
agriculture. Our high school offers an agricultural course only."

4. "We felt that elementary science fitted in better with our
work in agriculture."

5. "General science more fully meets the requirements of the
pupil."

6. "The needs of domestic science and agricultural courses
were the reasons for making the change from physical geography
to elementary science."
The facts gathered do not show the marked falling off in the

physiography that would be expected, considering that the in-
formation comes from schools which have recently introduced a
subject that is supposed to be displacing it. No attempt was made
to discover t3 how great an extent agriculture is displacing the
physiography, but this report can be considered no more than
a preliminary report.
HAS PHYSIOGRAPHY MADE GOOD? VIEWS OF THE COLLEGE MEN.
It was one of the tasks set the committee to ascertain to how

great an extent the impression, that "physiography has not made
good" in the high school, is true. It is also a part of its work to
ascertain the reasons for poor results, if the results are poor.
It happens that the chairman of your committee has for some
time been in possession of a considerable amount of data gathered
by a committee for the North Central Association of Colleges and
Secondary Schools, bearing on this question. A questionnaire
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was sent to the instructors in-earth science in the Colleges, Uni-
versities and Normal Schools of the northern states. Replies
were received from fifty-five. To the question, "Do you find that
the results in the high school physiography are such that the col-
lege courses in physiography and geology can be built on the foun-
dation laid in the high school, or is it necessary to rebuild the
foundation?" there were fifty-two answers. Forty-one say that
it is necessary to rebuild the foundation.2 In four cases the high
school foundation in physiography- is recognized by placing
students with credit in this subject in a separate division of the
college classes from those who have not entrance credit, while in
a fifth case students with entrance credit are permitted to enter a
class in advanced physiography to which, however, others are ad-
mitted who have not this entrance credit, but who have had other
high school science. In addition, six indicate that the high school
foundation might be recognized by placing some of the students
who have had the subject in high school in a separate division, if
the numbers were large enough to make a class. One instructor
would make the basis of division scholarship rather than entrance
credit, for, he says, "Those who have never studied the subject
often excel those who come with entrance credit."

O’ne instructor says, "It has been my experience that a student
who has never studied either physiography or geology is very apt
to do as well or better than one who has had both in high school.
Of course, geology is the basis of modern mining engineering, and
our students have four years of it, so we are probably more critical
than would be the case if we were teaching non-technical students,
but I am very sure that we cannot at the present time afford to
differentiate between those who have and those who have not
had courses in physiography or geology in high schools, except
in very rare and unusual instances.
"Of course, I do not mean to infer that good teaching is un-

known in high schools. I am sure that many instructors are
doing first class work,3 but we have found in that case it does no
harm for a student to review these subjects, if he is mature
enough.to realize their value and importance. If he is not mature
enough to understand this, it is best for him to fail and repeat the
work until the truth js borne in upon him.

2 Let those high school instructors who doubt the necessity of this re-
building", test, in an informal way, their own students, one year, two years and three
years after the completion of the physiography course, and keep a record of the
results with good students and also with poor students. The committee would be glad
to receive reports of the results of such tests.

3 Another reply from the same state indicated that there were four high schools
in the state that were doing good work in physiography.



INVESTIGATION OF HIGH SCHOOL PHYSIOGRAPHY 325

"As far as we are concerned, then, there is no such thing as

preparatory work in geology and physiography, and, if we were

the only school involved, high schools could plan their courses
without a thought that they were preparatory in any sense."
Another says, "My class in freshman geology usually consists of

about 120 boys from all kinds of high schools, some with sup-
posedly good courses in physiography, some with poor ones, and
some with almost none at all. So far as I am able to judge from
the lectures and frequent quizzes which I give them, those from
the schools with the better courses have no advantage over the

others."
Another says, "The foundation is as good probably as the foun-

dation in any other subject pursued in high school for the same
length of time. For example, half a year in algebra in first year
high school is not a very sure foundation for mathematics. My
experience shows that the high school text and teaching lays a

good foundation for further study of such a book as Salisbury’s
college text. Our young pupils who have had a brief course in

elementary science are better prepared for physiography than
they would be otherwise. I have had experience with physiography
after physics only in a few individual cases. These take Salis-
bury’s college text very well without having had more elementary
work."

In reply to the question: "In your experience has the high
school laboratory work in physiography made the student ap-
preciably better able to meet the entrance requirements in the sub-
ject?" nine answer, "No"; six answer, "Yes"; eight answer,
"Yes, more or less helpful" or express some doubt of the help-
fulness. Five do not know what the effect of the laboratory work
has been; seven report students have had practically no labora-
tory work.
To the question: "Do the results justify the opinion that the

high schools have the right things for laboratory work?" two
answer "Yes;" seventeen answer "No;" five don’t know", and
one answers, "Some things are, and some are not."

Comparison of Results in Physiography Preceding and Following
The Physical Sciences.

To the question: "Do you notice any difference between the
results produced in schools where the physiography precedes the
physical sciences and those where it follows them?" twelve
answer "Yes" and some of these say, a great difference. Six
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answer, "No." Sixteen do not know. Eleven say that physiog-
raphy should never precede the physical sciences in the high
school course. Five mention superior results where a course in

general science has preceded the physiography.

Results in High School Science Compared.
To the question: "In your judgment how do the results in

physiography compare with those in botany, zoology, physics, and
chemistry?" seventeen answer that in physiography they are
inferior. Four more say that they are inferior to the results in
physics and chemistry, but equal to those in botany and zoology;
one says that the results are inferior to those in botany with girls
and in physics with boys. Eight answer that the results in phys-
iography are equal to, and four that they are superior to those
in the other subjects mentioned. Eight answer that they do not
know, or that comparison is impossible. Other answers are: "The
results are less definite but no less in value." "The value is greater
on account of the greater value of the subject, but ordinary ex-
aminations would suggest a contrary conclusion, for physiography
is not as well taught as are the other subjects." "The results are
as permanent as those in the other subjects."

Tangible Results of Physiography in the High School.
In reply to the question, "What tangible results do you observe

have been produced by the high school physiography?" eleven
answer that no tangible results have been observed. Other
answers are as follows:

1. "Most of the high schools in this state give a course in the
first year which is intended to be an introduction to scientific
methods of observation and reasoning. As the students have no
foundation to build on, they do not really gain much, and so do
not apply the little they do gain, and it does not stay with them.
The course is usually taught by whichever instructor happens
to have the least regular work on his schedule, without any regard
to his fitness or preparation. Hence the net results are usually
small; quite as often as not, they are actually negative. Fre-
quently the student is given a distaste for science in general. A
well selected course in general science taught by a specially
trained instructor would give much better results.

"There are a few schools where the subject is well taught and
good results are secured, but when the pupils are twelve to four-
teen years old, as they usually are in the first year of the high
school, the instruction given can hardly be called instruction in
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physiography. A few schools do really good work with their
seniors ia courses which emphasize and correlate the principles
learned in the other science courses and so help to fix them."

2. "On the whole the results have been beneficial, but not com-
mensurate with the time spent because of the teacher’s general
lack of preparation in geology."

3. "Where the teacher has been a good one, a great deal has
been done to make the pupil think about processes going on around
him. With a good teacher much interest has been developed and
the work is excellent."

4. "High school physiography in so far as it is handled by
specially trained teachers has been markedly successful and has
supplied new and useful ideas in great numbers and more than
any other subject. But the result is not apparent in cases where
the music teacher or the teacher of English Literature or any
other unqualified person is assigned the work in physiography.
The day has passed when ’any old person’ can handle physiog-
raphy."

5. "I have spent considerable time in investigating this prob-
lem in Iowa, and I think I can say that a considerable interest
in the subject has been developed, and one that is educational.
This, I find, varies with the conditions under which it is taught."

6. "As a rule an interest is developed. In individual cases I
have found the opposite."

7. "I rarely find a student enthusiastic about the subject; as
a rule students are indifferent to it."

8. "When high school physiography is well taught we get
good results. Well taught students want to go on with the sub-
ject. They find it helpful in history, economics, and geology."

9. "General appreciation of earth sciences."
.10. "Renders the student better able to cope with general

geology and stimulates an interest in natural science."
11. "In the few instances under my observation, a firmer

grasp of geographical problems is the result."
12. "Makes better teachers in geography."
13. "The mind has been opened to view large things and to

view small things in a large way."
14. "In a few high schools where the teachers have had special

preparation for their work, I find that the pupils have acquired a
well organized body of facts."

15. "The results stand second to none as a first year high
school subject. Give it a full year with an enthusiastic teacher
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and you put the boys and girls in touch with more valuable no-
tions about the common things of life in broad outlines than is
possible in any other subject. Pupils like it. They have their eyes
opened to a helpful interpretation of the common things about
them. They enjoy their walks, excursions, and travels better.
They see and appreciate relationships among wind belts, rain-
fall, vegetation, and population and industry."

16. "Doubtless there are results, but these are not tangible
except in an occasional student. I sometimes think the poor
work of students (some of them) having previous preparation
may be in part due to an attempt to slide through on what they
have retained of the past work, coupled with a spirit of rebellion
at having to do this work over again (though they can make little
progress unless they do)/’

17. "Occasionally a man enters my classes, whose interest
has been aroused by his course in physiography, but it usually
takes the form of a belief that he has learned all that is to be
obtained."

18. "Usually the only tangible thing in evidence is a super-
ficiality and conceit of knowledge. The exceptions are individ-
ual."

19. "I am not prepared to speak positively, but it is my
opinion that because of the usually poor preparation of high
school teachers for teaching physiography, it does more harm than
good."

In answer to the question, "Has an interest in the subject been
developed, or has the result been just the opposite" twenty-five
indicate that "more or less interest" has been developed. Three
report the opposite; eleven report interest with some, and the op-
posite with others.

(To be continued.)


